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ůŽƐŝŶŐƚŚĞĂƚƚĂŝŶŵĞŶƚŐĂƉ ?Ă
ƌĞĂůŝƐƚŝĐƉƌŽƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŽƌĂŶĞůƵƐŝǀĞ
ƉŝƉĞ-ĚƌĞĂŵ ? 
 
The attainment gap associated with socio-economic status is an international problem 
that is highly resistant to change. This conceptual paper critiques the drive by the 
Scottish Government to address the attainment gap through the Scottish Attainment 
Challenge and the National Improvement Framework. It draws upon a range of 
theoretical perspectives but principally examines the problem through the lens of Steiner- 
.KDPVL¶V  FRQFHSWV RI µUHFHSWLRQ¶ DQG µWUDQVODWLRQ¶ RI SROLF\ DQG WKURXJK
examination of the international and national (Scottish) policy contexts. The paper argues 
that, rather than focussing narrowly upon attainment outcomes, an holistic approach 
should be adopted which takes account of the economic, social and relational constraints 
which impact upon families in poverty, calling for a systems-OHYHO DSSURDFK µ6FKRROV
FDQQRWJRLWDORQH¶WKHUHLVDQHHGWRIRFXVXSRQDZLGHUDQJHRISXEOLFSROLF\WRUHGUHVV
inequalities in society. Whilst the Scottish Government has looked to the 
London/City/National Challenge as a potential solution to the problem, the complexities 
and limitations of policy borrowing need to be understood. Higher Education 
Institutions, government agencies, local authorities and schools need to work in 
partnership to develop research informed practice which will impact upon learning 
outcomes for all children and young people.  
 
Dr Joan G Mowat, School of Education, University of Strathclyde 
Social justice, politics 
 
This paper focuses upon the attainment gap associated with socio-economic status and 
the work of the Scottish Government to address this problem, placing the discussion 
within a global context. It is a conceptual paper that draws from and integrates a range 
of fields ± social justice, policy, school effectiveness and leadership. It is not a 
literature review and is not intended to provide comprehensive coverage of each 
respective field. It draws upon a range of theoretical perspectives but principally 
examines the problem through the lens of Steiner-.KDPVL¶V concepts of 
reception and translation of policy and the international, UK (principally English) 
and national (Scottish) policy contexts.  
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It draws from a range of empirical and theoretical papers, international reports 
and Scottish Government policy documents, using a process of best-evidence 
synthesis (Harlen and Schlapp 1998) to select the literature, based on criteria such as 
the relevance, credibility of the source and currency of the work. The selected 
OLWHUDWXUHIRFXVHVXSRQWKHDUHDVRISRYHUW\DWWDLQPHQWFKLOGUHQ¶VKHDOWKDQG
wellbeing, policy and leadership, with a specific focus upon systems leadership. Key 
documents are the Scottish Government policies relevant to the Scottish Attainment 
Challenge VHHµ7KH6FRWWLVK&RQWH[W¶) and the range of reports emanating from the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) focussing upon 
equity in education (Schleicher 2014; OECD 2007; OECD 2013).  
The paper critiques the approach of the Scottish Government with regard to 
how it conceptualises and addresses the stated problem. It argues principally that the 
problem cannot be addressed by focussing primarily, and almost exclusively, on the 
school as the agent of change and that the starting point for change should be 
addressing endemic inequalities in society. It also argues that the complexities and 
limitations of policy borrowing are not fully understood, as reflected in Scottish 
government policy.  
But, why should a specific focus upon the Scottish context be relevant to the 
international reader? Firstly, because the problems facing Scottish education are 
universal and apply at a global level across school systems. Secondly, the persistence 
of problems at an international level associated with inequitable outcomes for children 
that have been highly resistant to change. Thirdly, the increasing prominence of the 
OECD reports on education performance (highlighting inadequacies in school 
systems and fostering competitiveness among nation states) and influence of 
comparative studies such as the two McKinsey reports comparing and contrasting 
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school systems across the globe (Barber, Whelan, & Clark, 2007; Mourshed, C. 
Chijioke, & M. Barber, 2010) KDYHOHGWRJRYHUQPHQW¶VVHHNLQJVROXWLRQVWR
inadequacies in their performance by policy borrowing in an unquestioning and 
uncritical way. Coffield (2012) DUJXHVµThere is not sufficient acknowledgement of 
the complexities involved in attempting to derive lessons from another country (never 
mind 25), because of enormous differences in educational history, politics, socio-
economic conditions, culture, and institutional structures.̓(137).  
This paper uses the Scottish context as a case study to illuminate the issues at 
a global level, highlighting the limitations and constraints of policy borrowing, such 
that a much more cautious and critical approach can be adopted. It draws to attention 
some of the tensions within the system world-wide, such as those relating to how the 
problem of inequitable student outcomes is framed by policy makers; the constraints 
and complexities of a system pursuing competing imperatives within a neo-liberal 
agenda; and the limitations of and difficulties around the responses forwarded at 
international, national and local level to the problem. As such, it addresses an 
important imperative at a crucial point in time which has implications not only for the 
direction of Scottish policy but is of global significance as countries across the world 
wrestle with this problem. 
After an initial examination and exploration of the problem at global, UK and 
Scottish levels, the paper problematises policy borrowing as a potential solution to 
closing the attainment gap before examining the implications for systems leadership 
and the school as the lever for change, drawing conclusions from the discussion. 
Examining the problem 
Global level 
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The quest to address inequities in educational outcomes associated with socio-
economic status is not new, is enduring and is of global significance (Caro and 
Mirazchiyski 2011; Ainscow 2012; Dickerson and Popli 2012; Smyth and Wrigley 
2013; The New Policy Institute 2013; Schleicher 2014b; Sosu and Ellis 2014; Valant 
and Newark 2016). Over the past three decades, income inequalities have been 
growing within most OECD countries and are at their highest level in thirty years 
(OECD 2016b). Whilst the country where pupils attend school outweighs social class 
in impacting on pupil achievement (Schleicher 2014a), social class is closely related 
WRVWXGHQWDQGVFKRROFKDUDFWHULVWLFVDQGH[HUWVDµSRZHUIXOLQIOXHQFHRQOHDUQLQJ
RXWFRPHV¶,ELGWithin a culture of performativity in which nation states, fuelled 
E\LQWHUQDWLRQDOOHDJXHWDEOHVFRPSHWHWREHµWKHEHVW¶(Ball 2015, 2003; Ringarp and 
Rothland 2010; Feniger and Lefstein 2014; Clapham, Vickers, and Eldridge 2016; 
Hodgson and Spours 2016; Moore and Clarke 2016; Solomon and Lewin 2016), is 
policy borrowing the answer to addressing the inequitable educational outcomes that 
are associated with socio-economic status? 
In a quest to drive improvement in educational outcomes at a global level, the 
OECD, drawing on data deriving from the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA), identifies the characteristics of top-performing education systems 
as having high expectations of all pupils with a clear focus on equity. Such systems 
invest in their staff through equipping them with proven pedagogical skills and 
through the promotion of  teacher autonomy and creativity.  
However, Harris et al. (2015) cite a range of commentators who are critical of 
the over-simplistic ontological underpinnings of comparative international reports, the 
underlying premise of which is that the replication of strategies in new contexts will 
lead automatically to better outcomes. These, they argue, fail to take account of the 
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complexity of school systems and the contextual and cultural boundaries in which 
they operate. 
Further, whilst there has been an increasing focus upon equity in OECD 
reports, Bøyum (2014) FULWLTXHVWKHUHVWULFWHGXQGHUVWDQGLQJVRIµHTXLW\¶UHSUHVHQWHG
ZLWKLQWKHPEHLQJSHUFHLYHGDVDµPHDQVWRDQHQG¶HFRQRPLFSURVSHULW\UDWKHUWKDQ
something of value and worth in its own right. He questions whether the quest for 
equitable educational outcomes sits comfortably with a neo-liberal agenda focused 
upon privitisation, competition and accountability through standardised tests, as 
represented in PISA (an argument to be pursued at a later point). 
The 2(&'UHSRUWµ([FHOOHQFH(TXLW\DQG,QFOXVLYHQHVVLQ(GXFDWLRQ¶
(Schleicher 2014a), observes that many economic and social problems, such as early 
pregnancy, are linked to lower educational attainment but fails to recogise that it may 
be underlying societal and structural isses (such as inequality) which underpin both. 
,QGHHGGHFDGHVRIUHVHDUFKLQGLFDWHWKDWµWKHVFKRROHIIHFW¶ZKDWVFKRROVFDQDFKLHYH
when account is taken of other variables) is very limited ± within the region of 8-15% 
(Bangs, Macbeath & Galton 2011). 
The problem is framed in terms of what education systems, schools and 
teachers can do as a means of redressing inequalities in society rather than how 
redressing inequalities in society can lead to more equitable educational outcomes. 
This does not mean to say that the solutions forwarded within the report are not of 
value or worth (for example, the focus upon high quality early-years provision) but 
that it is not helpful to examine schooling in isolation of wider societal issues.  
The framing of the problem in this way also leads potentially to DµEODPH
FXOWXUH¶LQZKLFKQHLJKERXUKRRGVFRPPXQLWLHVSDUHQWVµLQDGHTXDWHLQGLYLGXDOV¶
schools, their leaders and teachers are held to be accountable both for the 
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circumstances in which they find themselves and for the solutions to the problem 
(Smyth and Wrigley 2013) rather than critiquing the neo-liberal, µTXDVL-PDUNHW¶
µVXUYLYDORIWKHILWWHVW¶agenda. Smyth and Wrigley are critical of a model of school 
LPSURYHPHQWEDVHGXSRQDPDQWUDRI³,IWKH\FDQGRLWZK\FDQ¶W\RX"´DQG
highlight the inadequacies of the data which often drive this process (cc. p.39-140). 
Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) attest that it is not poverty per se which impacts 
upon educational performance within nation states but inequalities in society. On a 
range of indicators ± health and social problems, FKLOGUHQ¶VZHOlbeing - the correlation 
with levels of social inequality is of much greater statistical significance than the 
correlation with average income. The prevalance of these problems is greater in areas 
of deprivation and much greater in more unequal societies which indicates that it is 
the dispersal of income within nations (ie. relative povertyi and social stratification) 
ZKLFKLVWKHLVVXHµZKDWPDWWHUVLVZKHUHZHVWDQGLQUHODWLRQWRRWKHUVLQRXURZQ
society¶.LQGOHORFDWLRQ Drawing from Willms (1999), they make the case that 
higher educational performance is dependent upon creating more equal societies 
which implies that the problem is being approached from the wrong direction. Indeed, 
they go beyond this to claim that, whilst the country you come from makes a 
difference in terms of educational outcomes, for children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds with lower educated parents, these differences are compounded. 
Yet, in contrast to this, amongst the highest performing education systems 
(according to PISA results [OECD 2016a]) are systems such as Singapore where 
social inequity (but not inequity in educational outcomes) is amongst the highest in 
developed nations (Wilkinson and Pickett 2010) and in which a high proportion of 
FKLOGUHQDUHFODVVLILHGDVµUHVLOLHQW¶LHSHUIRUPLQJEH\RQGZKDWPLJKWEHH[SHFWHGRI
them with regards to socio-economic status. This might imply that there are other 
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factors at play such as cultural values and attitudes towards education and schooling 
within the population.  
This discussion has raised some critical issues about how the problem is 
understood at an international level and how these understandings frame the potential 
policy solutions. It has also highlighted tensions and contradictions between policy 
agendas seeking equity on one hand but promoting privitisation, competition and 
accountability on the other. The school effectiveness and improvement movements 
have demonstrated that school improvement arises not as a response to changing 
structures and systems, which international comparators almost inevitably lead us 
towards, but through engagement with the school community and changing culture 
(Harris et al., 2015, drawing from Reynolds [2010]).  
The UK Context 
 
A range of studies within the UK examining the impact of poverty on educational 
outcomes for children and young people has shown that it extends beyond formal 
educational outcomes to factors such as dispositions towards learning and school; 
feelings of anxiety and lack of confidence about school; and perceptions of 
discrimination as children try to negotiate the economic, social and relational 
constraints associated with poverty (Hirsch 2007; Ridge 2011).  
Persistent rather than episodic poverty, mediated by parental investment in 
WKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VOHDUQLQJKDVDJUHDWHULPSDFWRQFKLOGUHQ¶Vcognitive development, 
extending far beyond the period during which children may have experienced it 
(Dickerson and Popli 2012). Seven year-old children who have experienced persistent 
poverty are more than 10 percentile ranks lower in achieving educational benchmarks 
than other children. Children with Special Educational Needs and Difficulties who 
also live in poverty are less likely than other children to gain access to high quality 
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early years provision and, subsequently, high achieving schools. They were also more 
likely to be socially isolated or excluded from mainstream schooling (Shaw et al. 
2016). 
Within the United Kingdom, addressing inequity in educational outcomes 
takes place against a background of attempts to eradicate child poverty and to reduce 
health inequalities (Department for Work and Pensions 2007; Policy First 2012; 
Scottish Government 2014a; Smith 2015). Many would argue, however, that these 
attempts are counter-productive because they take place within a neo-liberal agenda in 
which education has become increasingly marketised (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 
2006; Brunila 2011; Grimaldi 2012; Graham and Slater 2015; Solomon and Lewin 
2016) and within a policy context in which what is given on one hand is taken away 
by the other (Seith 2015; Hill et al. 2016).  
The London Challenge was introduced in 2003 as a response to the poor 
performance of London schools in national league tables. Key components of the 
challenge were the introduction of a bespoke leadership programme; a focus on the 
quality of pedagogy in London schools; the expansion of cultural activities for pupils; 
and the detailed analysis of data, comparing schools sharing similar characteristics 
and demographics. The programme was designed to build on what were perceived to 
be identified strengths, such as the Academies programme (see critique to follow), 
and was supported by a team of highly experienced advisers and London Challenge 
Project Managers (Tomlinson 2013).  
Many successful outcomes were reported for the programme and the 
µLQJUHGLHQWV¶IRULWVVXFFHVVLGHQWLILHG(Kidson and Norris 2014). The impact of the 
programme was such that, according to Day and Hackman (2012), performance in 
poorly performing London schools had improved more rapidly than schools with 
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similar characteristics nationally. The programme was subsequently rolled out 
WKURXJKWKH&LW\&KDOOHQJHE\PHDQVRIµ.H\VWR6XFFHVV¶LQ0DQFKHVWHr and 
µ3DWKZD\VWR$FKLHYHPHQW¶LQWKH%ODFN&RXQWU\(Hutchings et al. 2012; Ainscow 
2015) and across the country through the National Challenge. A subsequent 
GHYHORSPHQWZDVWKHLGHQWLILFDWLRQRIµWHDFKLQJVFKRROV¶VHUYLQJDVEHDFRQVRI
excellence and as a hub for the professional training of teachers and headteachers 
(Ainscow et al. 2016). However, whilst some of the schools within the lower quartiles 
demonstrated significant improvement, outcomes for the City Challenge were more 
variable than those for the London Challenge (Hutchings et al. 2012). 
The programme is not without its critics and some commentators have 
challenged its findings, attributing its success to a range of other variables such as the 
ethnic mix of pupils within the London boroughs (Burgess 2014); and the 
performance of pupils within the Primary sector (Greaves, Macmillan, and Sibieta 
2014). Other commentators have disputed the finding that the Academies programme 
ZLWKZKLFKWKH/RQGRQ&KDOOHQJHLVFORVHO\DVVRFLDWHGKDGµHQGHGGHFades of 
IDLOXUH¶(Day and Hackman 2012), claiming that there is no evidence of greater 
µDGGHGYDOXH¶IRUDFDGHPLHVUDWKHUWKDQFRPSUHKHQVLYHVRQFHDFFRXQWKDVEHHQWDNHQ
of other variables (Wrigley 2012).  
The above discussion might indicate that there is a need for caution in seeing 
the London Challenge as a potential VROXWLRQWRµFORVLQJWKHJDS¶ZLWKLQ6FRWWLVK
schools.  
The Scottish Context 
 
In Scotland, the attainment gap associated with socio-economic status is established 
before school and persists and, indeed, expands, over the course of formal schooling. 
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This is reflected in significantly lower educational outcomes on leaving school and 
subsequent destinations after school for young people in poverty. One fifth of Scottish 
children are living in poverty. At age three, both in relation to vocabulary and 
problem-solving, statistically significant gaps have emerged between children in the 
highest and lowest income quartiles which manifest themselves at age five in 13 month 
and 10 month differentials respectively (Bradshaw 2011).  
During formal schooling, both in terms of numeracy and literacy, the 
attainment gap widens over time (Scottish Government, 2012, 2013). At the end of 
IRUPDOVFKRROLQJWKHGLIIHUHQWLDOLQDWWDLQPHQWLVWKHHTXLYDOHQWRIµ$¶JUades in 
Scottish Higher examinations, reflected in a higher proportion of young people from 
affluent homes attaining a qualification at age 22-23 (63% v 14%). For low attainers, 
staying on at school beyond compulsory schooling was the best indicator of gaining 
intermediate or advanced qualifications beyond school but this was correlated more 
with children from more advantaged backgrounds and those whose parents had higher 
levels of qualifications (Howieson and Iannelli 2008; Sosu and Ellis 2014). 
Whilst the gap in attainment is narrowing over time (for example, the 
GLIIHUHQWLDOLQFKLOGUHQ¶VYRFDEXODU\VFRUHVDWDJHWKUHHRYHUDVL[\HDUSHULRGKDG
reduced), the earlier patterns, referred to above, are still in evidence. A higher 
incidence of social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (18% v 3%) and lower 
levels of life satisfaction (29% v 19%) have been recorded at age eight between those 
in the highest and lowest income quintiles (Scottish Government 2015a). The above 
indicates the scale of the problem. It highlights the need to focus on the whole child 
DQGWKHFLUFXPVWDQFHVZKLFKLPSDFWRQWKHFKLOG¶VOHDUQLQJVRFLDODQGHPRWLRQDO
development and attitudes to school rather than simply narrowly defined attainment 
outcomes.  
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A range of education policies to promote social justiceFKLOGUHQ¶VZHOOEHLQJ 
and inclusion has been put in place over the past two decades including those 
focussing upon meeting additional support needs (SEED 2001; Scottish Government 
2012); addressing poverty (Scottish Government 2014a) and inequalities in the early 
years (Scottish Government 2015a); child protection (SEED 2002); supporting looked 
after and accommodated children (Scottish Government 2016d); µ([FHOOHQWDPELWLRXV
VFKRROV¶ ± government funding to support innovation (SEED 20024);  widening 
access to further and higher education (Scottish Government 2016e); and the most 
UHFHQWSXEOLFDWLRQIRFXVVLQJXSRQµFORVLQJWKHJDS¶DVVRFLDWHGZLWKVRFLR-economic 
status (Scottish Government 2016a) ± an action plan for implementation. This has 
been complimented by DVHULHVRIUHSRUWVIURP+HU0DMHVW\¶V,QVSHFWRUDWHRI
Education (HMIE). However, given the amount of activity and resources directed 
towards the problem, reducing the attainment gap is proving to be heavily resistant to 
change. 
Two key reports on Scottish education, commissioned from the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation in Developed Countries (OECD), have driven the efforts 
of the Scottish Government to raise achievement and address the attainment gap. The 
initial report (SEED 2007) describes the Scottish Education system as one of the most 
high performing and equitable in the world. However, it identifies the socio-economic 
status of pupils as being a major determinant of attainment in international tests. The 
concentration of multiple disadvantages in schools serving poor communities 
intensifies the effects of socio-economic status as does the predominantly academic 
culture in schools which may not meet the individual needs of students (15-16). 
The latter report, a review of progress in relation to the implementation of 
Curriculum for Excellence (the national curriculum), identifies many positives within 
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the system, such as an upward trend in school leaver destinations. In contrast, it 
highlights negative trends in key areas such as reading and mathematics and the 
widening achievement gap as children progress through the system. Negative trends 
DUHDOVRLGHQWLILHGLQUHODWLRQWRDUDQJHRIµVRIWHU¶LQGLFDWRUVVXFKDVOLNLQJVFKRRO
and a sense of belonging (Scottish Government 2015b). This is of significance as a 
sense of belonging is co-related with a range of positive academic, psychological, 
behavioural and social outcomes for children and, conversely, with negative 
indicators such as poor mental health, anxiety and depression (Prince and Hadwin 
2013; Riglin et al. 2013; Author 2015). 
In response to the aforementioned reports, a range of initiatives and 
interventions has been directed towards addressing the achievement gap in Scotland 
the most prominent of which is the announcement of the Scottish Attainment 
Challenge, modelled on the London challenge, supported by an initial investment of 
£100 million from the Scottish Government with subsequent additional funding. This 
funding takes a variety of forms from funding directed towards local authorities and 
schools with high concentrations of deprivationDQµLQQRYDWLRQIXQG¶RSHQWRDOOORFDO
authorities; and, more recently, to DQµHTXLW\IXQG¶DGGLWLRQDOIXQGLQJGLUHFWHG
towards individual schools, allocated on the basis of free-school meal entitlement 
(Education Scotland Website).  
This body of work has been supported by the appointment nationally of 
$WWDLQPHQW$GYLVRUVWKHHVWDEOLVKPHQWRIDµ1DWLRQDO,PSURYHPHQW+XE¶ZKLFKFDQ
be accessed by teachers and school leaders; and publication of the National 
Improvement Framework for Scotland (cc. figure 1)(Scottish Government 2016c) and 
an action plan to support it - µ'HOLYHULQJ([FHOOHQFHDQG(TXLW\LQ(GXFDWLRQ¶
(Scottish Government 2016a). 
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Figure 1: The National Improvement Framework ©Crown Copyright 
 
A recently published Research Brief, commissioned and published by the 
Scottish Government, focussing upon what schools can do to address the poverty gap 
identifies five guiding principles ± putting the child at the centre; addressing 
individual needs; building respect and trust; balancing autonomy and accountability; 
and enabling flexibility and creativity (Marcus 2016). However, the scale, complexity 
and difficulty of this task should not be under-estimated. Few international studies 
have been able to record successful outcomes for school improvement at district level 
for secondary schools (Menter et al. 2009). As can be illustrated through the work of 
MacBeath and colleagues, even extensive programmes to tackle low performing 
schools in which there had been considerable government investment demonstrated 
no greater gains than comparator schools over a five year period. This, the research 
team attributed to a range of factors amongst which were the need for sustainable, 
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ORQJWHUPLQYHVWPHQWWKHQHJDWLYHLPSDFWRIDµVKRZ-quick-results-at-any-cost 
PHQWDOLW\¶138) and the need to combat local infrastructures which do not address 
wider systems issues through more joined-up social and economic policy (MacBeath 
et al. 2007).  
,W¶VFOHDUIURPWKHDERYHGLVFXVVLRQWKDWFKLOGKRRGSRYHUW\DVLWPDQLIHVWV
LWVHOILQ6FRWODQGKDVDVLJQLILFDQWLPSDFWXSRQFKLOGUHQ¶VOLYHVDQGSOD\V a 
significant role in the under-achievement of many children. The Scottish Government 
is clearly committed to addressing the problem and has directed significant funding 
and resources towards it. However, lessons from the past indicate that this may not be 
sufficient to address problems which are endemic in society and which require long-
term investment and engagement. This raises questions as the extent to which schools 
are able to impact upon the problem and whether, or not, policy borrowing is the right 
solution. 
Policy borrowing as a potential solution to the problem 
 
Having outlined the nature and complexity of the problem at international, UK and 
national levels and critiqued aspects of policy, this part of the paper initially examines 
the growing international imperative (driven to a large extent by organisations such as 
WKH2(&'WRµERUURZSROLF\¶IURPRQHQDWLRQDOFRQWH[WWRDQRWKHUDQGH[SORUHVKRZ
policy borrowing is understood and the theories underpinning it. Thereafter, Steiner-
.KDPVL¶VFRQFHSWVRIreception and translation of policy will be used to interrogate 
Scottish Government SROLF\LQLWVTXHVWWRµFORVHWKHJDS¶GUDZLQJIURPLQVLJKWV
gained from a range of contexts from the international to the local.  
Education policy, in an era of globalisation, is described by Rizvi and Lingard 
(2010) as multi-dimensional, multi-layered and occurring at multiple sites. The 
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increasing prominence of international league tablesii and the reports which emanate 
IURPWKHPKDYHSXWSUHVVXUHRQHGXFDWLRQV\VWHPVWKURXJKRXWWKHZRUOGWRµSHUIRUP¶
and to be seen to be out-performing other nations (Ball 2003, 2015; Ringarp and 
Rothland 2010; Dumay and Dupriez 2014; Polesel, Rice, and Dulfer 2014, Hodgson 
and Spours 2016). Allied to the growth of the knowledge economy (Brunila 2011), 
these international comparators have become highly influential in shaping educational 
policy (MacBeath 2013, Bøyum 2014; Hodgson and Spours 2016). Increasingly it is 
observed that governments seeking to find policy solutions to problems turn to policy 
borrowing as a potential solution, facilitated by strengthening global networks and the 
marketing of policies across the world (Dolowitz and Marsh 2000). As such, there is a 
GULYHDWDJOREDOOHYHOQRWRQO\WRµLPSRUW¶SROLF\EXWDOVRWRµH[SRUW¶LW 
Within Scotland, the growing imperative to address inequalities in health, life 
expectancy, education and income has been a further driver towards seeking systems 
VROXWLRQVZKLFKµZRUN¶IURPDFURVVWKHZRUOGDQGIURPZLWKLQWKHVLVWHUQDWLRQVRIWKH
United Kingdom. However, as comparative studies show, policy borrowing too often 
ignores or underplays the importance of the cultural and political context, bringing 
LQWRTXHVWLRQWKHQRWLRQRIµWUDQVIHU¶RISROLF\DQGSUDFWLFHIURPRQHFRQWH[WWR
another (Feniger and Lefstein 2014; Steiner-Khamsi 2014). 
Policy borrowing, described by Philips and Ochs (2004) DVWKHµFRQVFLRXV
DGRSWLRQLQRQHFRXQWU\RISROLF\REVHUYHGLQDQRWKHU¶LVRIWHQSHUFHLYHGDVWKH
µVROXWLRQ¶WRWKHDERYHSKHQRPHQD&HQWUDOWRSROLF\ERUURZLQJDUHWKHNH\TXHVWLRQV
µ&DQFRXQWU\;VRlve its educational problems by adopting policy or practice deemed 
to be successful in country Y? And if so, how is such policy or practice transferred 
DQGLPSOHPHQWHG"¶3KLOLSV 2006, 553).  
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Hodgson and Spours (2016) make a distinction between policy borrowing and 
policy learning. The former they describe as being a highly political process which is 
motivated by a desire by nation states to justify existing policy, to implement highly 
VHOHFWLYHVDPSOHVRIµEHVWSUDFWLFH¶DQGWRµWUDQVIHU¶SROLF\DFURVVQDWLRQV7KHODWWHU
WKH\GHVFULEHDVµSURFHVVHVWKDWIRFXVRQPRGHVRIJRYHUQDQFHFXUULFXOXP
implementation and the conduct of policy itself across national boundaries; across 
time and involving different policy actors¶7KH\FRPSDUHDQGFRQWUDVWWZR
contrasting approaches to policy learning ± restrictive and expansive. Restrictive 
approaches are characterised by competition; centralisation; the identification and 
ERUURZLQJRIµEHVWSUDFWLFH¶; and a culture of policy innovation. In contrast, expansive 
approaches are characterised by collaborative cultures; decentralised policy based 
XSRQDSDUWQHUVKLSPRGHOLGHQWLILFDWLRQRIFRPPRQLVVXHVDQGµJRRGSUDFWLFH¶LQ
comparable contexts; and a reflective culture which understands the history of policy 
innovation within a specific context.  
Steiner-Khamsi (2014) identifies two key approaches towards policy 
borrowing ± DQRUPDWLYHDSSURDFKLQZKLFKµEHVWSUDFWLFH¶LVLGHQWLILHGDQG
transferred; and an approach which examines why and when certain policies and 
SUDFWLFHVDUHLGHQWLILHGDVEHLQJµEHVWSUDFWLFH¶7KHUHDUHWZRNH\DVSHFWVRIERWK
approaches: reception (which examines the initial contact with the global education 
policy and the selection of this area - why it is considered to be apposite) and 
translation (concerned with policy into practice). With regard to the former approach 
(normative), there is almost an assumption that such transfer is not only desirable but 
inevitable, yet consideration needs to be given to the evidence base on which such 
conclusions are drawn (as per the previous discussion).  
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Steiner-Khamsi (2014) argues that policy borrowing is not as rational as it 
PD\LQLWLDOO\DSSHDULWLVµGHHSO\URRWHGLQSROLWLFDOVRFLDODQGHFRQRPLFGHFLVLRQV¶
(162) and will only happen if it fits with the domestic agenda. For it to happen at all, 
there are certain conditions to be met: political willingness; problem recognition; and 
the mobilisation of external funding. It is how these three variables interact with each 
RWKHUZKLFKFUHDWHVDµSROLF\ZLQGRZ¶IRUFKDQJH 
This discussion has highlighted two principal things ± firstly, that, within the 
context of globalisation, nations increasingly turn to policy borrowing as a solution to 
identified problems and, secondly, policy borrowing (and the distinction between 
policy borrowing and learning) can be understood in a variety of ways. 
Drawing from insights gained from the Scottish, UK and international 
contexts, the following discussion interrogates the Scottish Attainment Challenge 
with regard to the reception and translation of policy.  
Reception of policy 
To return to the Scottish Attainment Challenge, the questions needs to be asked, why 
this specific approach? And why now? What factors have come together to create the 
context and conditions for this policy change or, as Steiner-Khamsi (2014) writes, this 
µSROLF\ZLQGRZ¶? The author (drawing from Kingdon [1995]) identifies the 
convergence of three streams as being the conditions under which change is most 
likely to happen: the problem stream (recognition of the problem); the policy stream 
(availability of solutions); and the political stream (new developments in the political 
realm) (156).  
With regard to the problem stream, it can be seen from the previous discussion 
that there has been growing recognition within Scotland of the endemic nature of the 
attainment gap associated with socio-economic status brought into sharp relief by the 
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report commissioned by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (Sosu and Ellis 2014) and 
international (OECD) reviews.  
With regard to the policy stream, OECD publications have enabled nations 
and states to compare and contrast educational performance and to draw on case 
studies of good practice. Such work often leads to an international platform for the 
work, making it even more influential. Within the UK, the highly publicised London 
Challenge and subsequent developments have been influential in guiding the Scottish 
*RYHUQPHQW¶V thinking about potential solutions to the problem.  
With regard to the political stream, inequitable educational outcomes are not 
just associated with socio-economic status: they transcend a range of areas such as 
disability, race, ethnicity, sexuality and gender (Ainscow 2012; Mirza 2010; Taylor 
2010) so why focus on this specific gap? Further, as outlined in the introduction to 
this paper, the attainment gap associated with socio-economic status has a long 
provenance and is enduring yet it has only fore-fronted Scottish educational policy 
recently. Valant and Newark (2016) attest that public opinion impacts upon public 
SROLF\WRDVLJQLILFDQWH[WHQWDQGFDQVKDSHSROLF\PDNHUV¶DJHQGDVDQGGHFLVLRQVIt 
could be surmised that the Scottish Government is tapping into a broader stream of 
consciousness in which the Scottish people seek a more equitable societyµ&losing 
WKHJDS¶PD\EHSHUFHLYHGDVEHLQJRQHRIWKHOHDVWFRQWHQWLRXVPHDQVRIDFKLHYLQJ
this aim as it shifts the focus (and accountability associated with it) towards local 
authorities and schools and, as previously discussed, away from broader public policy 
addressing structural and systemic inequality.  
 It can also be seen that the timing of this intervention is crucial. Steiner-
Khamsi (2006) DUJXHVWKDWSROLF\ERUURZLQJGRHVQ¶WRFFXUVROHO\EHFDXVe other 
policies are seen to be better but because the very act of borrowing policy impacts 
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XSRQGRPHVWLFSROLF\FRQIOLFWµWKHUHPXVWEHDZLQGRZRIRSSRUWXQLW\RU
receptiveness towards innovation in the local context for a new reform to resonate¶
(671). Likewise, Halpin and Troyna (1995) consider that it is more about legitimising 
a course of action within the recipient nation. Cross-national borrowing is more likely 
WRRFFXUZLWKLQDFRQWH[WRIµSURWUDFWHGSROLF\FRQIOLFW¶(Steiner-Khamsi 2006) as 
characterised by the Scottish Referendum and, more recently, the fallout from 
BREXIT, raising consciousness of Scottish issues and a desire within the Scottish 
*RYHUQPHQWWRµPDNHLWVPDUN¶Dnd be seen to be addressing these issues.  
It is also driven by a culture of performativity and economic imperatives to 
ensure that Scotland is able to compete effectively within a global economy and world 
market (Scottish Government 2016c), heavily influenced by the commodification of 
knowledge and international comparators (Ball 2003, 2015; Polesel, Rice, and Dulfer 
2014; Clapham, Vickers, and Eldridge 2016; Moore and Clarke 2016; Solomon and 
Lewin 2016)). However, the Scottish Government, whilst looking to the London 
Challenge for potential solutions to the problem, has adopWHGDµSLFNDQGPL[¶
DSSURDFK³We like the look of this, but ZH¶UHQRWKDYLQJWKDW´), aligning with what 
are perceived to be Scottish values (such as egalitarianism) and practices. (For 
example, the 6FRWWLVK*RYHUQPHQW¶VUHMHFWLRQRIdiversification of schooling and the 
Academies programme.) 
Thus, it can be seen that a range of circumstances and factors have converged 
WRFUHDWHWKHµSROLF\ZLQGRZ¶IRUWKHUHFHSWLRQRIWKHSROLF\E\WKH6FRWWLVK
Government.  
Translation ʹ policy into practice ʹ tensions, potential difficulties and barriers 
The translation of policy from inception to practice is highly complex involving 
multiple layers of interpretation ± what Adams (2016GHVFULEHVDVµWKHLQWHUSUHtations 
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of interpretations¶ (294). Halpin and Troyna (1995) observe that policy borrowing is 
PRVWOLNHO\WREHVXFFHVVIXOZKHQWKHUHLVµVRPHV\QFKURQ\EHWZHHQWKH
characteristics of the different education systems involved and the dominant political 
LGHRORJLHVSURPRWLQJUHIRUPZLWKLQWKHP¶7KHµSLFNDQGPL[¶DSSURDFK
alluded to above is an indication of the disparity in educational policy between 
Scotland and the wider UK and is indicative of differing philosophical stances and 
ideologies more generally (Wrigley 2012).  
For many years, England has been the epitome of high-stakes accountability, often 
playing leapfrog with the USA. It represents an extreme of centralised surveillance, with 
schools organised as a quasi-market and supervised through a punitive combination of 
external inspection, the use of test data to name and shame schools and ultimately 
closure and privatisation. Other parts of the UK such as Wales and Scotland have been 
moving away from this and developing fundamentally different educational policies. (5) 
 
In their comparative study of the four nations which make up the United Kingdom, 
Hodgson and Spours (2016) comment upon a rejection of educational policies from 
south of the border both on educational and political grounds ± µ³QRWWKH6FRWWLVK
ZD\´¶- but also on the basis of the historical, egalitarian philosophy of Scottish 
HGXFDWLRQZKLFKVDZWKHµODGR¶SDLUWV¶(Gatherer 2013) make his way in life. 
According to the authors, the Scottish approach towards policy learning has both 
restrictive and expansive dimensions but leans towards the latter with its emphasis 
upon more democratic and consultative approaches to policy development.  
Scotland largely rejected the neo-liberal policies associated with the Thatcher 
era that were subsequently built on by successive governments (Baron 2001; Hodgson 
and Spours 2016). As previously noted, the privatisation of public schooling through 
the Academies programme has been firmly rejected in Scotland. There is a firm 
FRPPLWPHQWWRZDUGVFRPSUHKHQVLYHVFKRROLQJµ:HDUHFRPPLWWHGWRDSXEOLFO\ 
owned and run, comprehensive education system in Scotland ± a mutual system, not a 
market system ± ZKLFKVXSSRUWVHYHU\FKLOGWRDFKLHYH¶ (Scottish Government 2016a, 
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10). ,QGHHGWKH6FRWWLVK*RYHUQPHQW¶VFRQVXOWDWLRQRQVFKRROJRYHUQDQFHnow 
closed) had explicitly ruled out the setting up of privately-owned academies or 
grammar schools (Scottish Government 2016b).  
In examining in greater detail the components of the London Challenge, which 
built on previous centrally-directed Government initiatives in England, how much 
affinity is there between the top-down approaches adopted once schools had been 
identified by OFSTED as being in special measures or requires significant 
improvement and the generally more consensual and collaborative approach towards 
school improvement in Scotland?  What issues does this raise in relation to the 
GLVFRXUVHRIµIDLOLQJVFKRROV¶VFKRROFORVXUHVDQGWKHSULYDWLVDWLRQDVVRFLDWHGZLWK
WKLV"7RZKDWH[WHQWLVWKHVROXWLRQWREHIRXQGLQWKHSDUDFKXWLQJLQRIDµ6XSHU
+HDG¶"$VUesearch has consistently shown, in seeking to adopt approaches from 
elsewhere, it is important to take account of the cultural and local context, as a lack of 
ILGHOLW\WRWKHDSSURDFKZKLFKLVEHLQJµERUURZHG¶RUµWUDQVIHUUHG¶RUDQDSSURDFK
ZKLFKµFKHUU\ SLFNV¶DVSHFWVRIDQDSSURDFKRIIHUVQRJXDUDQWHHWKDWZKDWPD\EH
gained in the initial context will hold true within a different context:  
«LWLVQRWLQHYLWDEOHWKDWWUDQVIHUZLOOEHVXFFHVVIXO$VVXFKZKLOHWUDQVIHUPD\VKDSH
policy change, it may also lead to implementation failure. This means that, even if we 
can regard policy transfer as a key explanatory variable in the development of many 
policies, we must also recognize that it is important to follow each policy through to see 
whether uninformed, incomplete or inappropriate transfer leads to policy failure. 
(Dolowitz & Marsh 2000, 23)  
 
The above highlights the potential dangers of policy borrowing and some of the 
necessary conditions for it to be successful as well as those conditions which act as 
barriers to successful transfer.   
However, there is much within the London Challenge which resonates within 
the Scottish context and there are parallels between the approaches advocated within 
the London (and later the City and then the National) Challenge and former Scottish 
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LQLWLDWLYHVVXFKDVµ([FHOOHQW$PELWLRXV6FKRROV¶,WLVFOHDUHYHQDWWKLVHDUO\VWDJH
that the Scottish response is not so centralist or directive as that within the wider UK 
and combines a systems-led approach with local responsiveness to local problems, 
fostering distributed leadership. However, the extent to which this becomes reality 
may be mediated by power relations and tensions between public bodies and the roles 
of local authority officers, National Attainment Advisors, Higher Education 
Institutions, teacher unions, school leaders and teachers on the ground (a complex 
arena to be negotiated); the degree to which policy becomes refracted as it is 
interpreted afresh at each level of the system; and competing and contradictory 
narratives, ideological positions and policy initiatives. 
In conclusion, cultural differences, reflected within the distinctiveness of 
Scottish educational policy, systems and structures, may potentially act as 
impediments to the translation of policy into practice but it is also important to 
consider that responsiveness to the local context is also a key aspect of successful 
transfer and of successful change management (Fullan 2003; Hargreaves and Fullan 
2012, MacBeath et al. 2007; MacBeath 2012). This may imply that it is a matter of 
balance and degree.  
The Implications for Leadership 
A clear message to emerge from a range of international reports and research is the 
importance of high quality leadership in effecting systems change (Pont, Nusche, and 
Moorman 2008; Harris 2010; OECD 2013; Schleicher 2014b, Spillane 2013). As 
previously observed, there is abundant evidence that many attempts to reform schools 
have had little long-term impact, much of which may be attributed to an ill-conceived 
model of change, WRRKHDYLO\UHOLDQWRQVFKRROVWRµGHOLYHURXWFRPHV¶ZKLOHLJQRULQJ
deeper-lying systemic issues. Systems reform, of necessity, will require collective 
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capacity and a commitment to change at all levels of the system (Harris et al. 2015). 
This, in turn, requires leadership at all levels of the system (a key concept within 
µ7HDFKLQJ6FRWODQG¶V)XWXUH¶(Scottish Government 2011)) and a purposeful effort to 
build capacity within the system.  
Building capacity at all levels of the system 
 
Within Scottish education, there has been a clear effort to build capacity within the 
V\VWHPPXFKRILWJHQHUDWLQJIURPWKHUHFRPPHQGDWLRQVRIµ7HDFKLQJ6FRWODQG¶V
)XWXUH¶(Scottish Government 2014b) and exemplified within the appointment of a 
team of international experts to offer guidance to the Scottish Government (Seith 
2016)+RZHYHU+DUULVFDXWLRQVWKDWV\VWHPVOHYHOUHIRUPLVKHDYLO\GHSHQGHQWµXSRQ
the competence and capability of different parts of the system to respond to the 
changes required and to connHFWWRJHWKHU¶DQGLWFRXOGEHDUJXHGWKDWDµZHDN
OLQN¶LQWKHFKDLQFRXOGFDXVHV\VWHPVUHIRUPWRIDOWHU7KHILQGLQJVRIWKH2(&'
UHYLHZRI&XUULFXOXPIRU([FHOOHQFHKLJKOLJKWWKHQHHGWRVWUHQJWKHQµWKHPLGGOH¶
(Scottish Government 2015b) ± that is, the role that local authorities play in Scottish 
education. The recent Scottish Government consultation on school governance (to 
which reference has already been made) will potentially have significant implications 
with regard to this as one of the key proposals is to shift the locus of power away 
from the local authority to the level of the school (or clusters of schools).  
Building capacity through a focus on leadership preparation with specialised 
knowledge on disadvantage; re-inforcing coaching and strengthening networks; and 
attracting great leaders to tough schools (cc. Fig 2), as advocated by Schleicher 
(2014b), would be an important objective. However this will not suffice if attention is 
not devoted also to the professional development of teachers such that they develop a 
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deep understanding of inclusive pedagogy (as advocated by Florian [2015]iii), 
identifying the barriers to achievement for learners and, with appropriate support and 
resources, addressing them.  
 
 
)LJXUH6OLGHµ6WUHQJKHQVFKRROOHDGHUVKLS¶(Schleicher, 2014). Reproduced by permission of 
Andreas Schleicher.iv 
 
What is required is not a narrow focus RQµVWUDWHJLHV¶EXWRQFKDOOHQJLQJPLQGVHWV
norms and assumptions, bringing people to a new level of understanding, 
transforming the culture of the school.  
A framework for change (and some of the challenges to be overcome) 
 
This discussion will centre around some of the crucial and critical issues of relevance 
to the implementation of the policy, relating to the steer given by the Scottish 
Government to local authorities and schools; the contradictions within the system 
pulling schools in different directions reflected in the tension between autonomy and 
accountability; the governance of schools; the need for an evidence-informed, 
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sustainable and critical approach; and the need for Higher Education Institutions 
(HEI) to work in partnership with schools to develop high quality professional 
development. 
The need for a clearer steer from the Scottish Government 
 
In examining change initiatives which have succeeded in crossing international 
boundaries, such as those emanating from Harvard Universityv, what often 
characterises them is that they derive from a rigorous research base and are based on a 
framework of principles which guide and direct practice whilst enabling flexibility 
DQGLQQRYDWLRQDWWKHORFDOOHYHO7KH\DUHQRWULJLGSURJUDPPHVWREHµOLIWHGIrom the 
VKHOI¶ 
It could be argued that the National Improvement Framework (NIF) is 
designed to offer this over-arching set of principles whilst enabling flexibility and the 
potential for innovation alluded to above. However, closer examination of the 
document reveals little clear narrative or theoretical perspective (other than its 
relationship to OECD and other Scottish Government policy documents) nor clear 
linkage to practice on the ground, other than the evidence to be gathered and how it 
will inform judgements about improvements made. How did the key underlying 
principles and the six key drivers ± school leadership, teacher professionalism, 
SDUHQWDOHQJDJHPHQWDVVHVVPHQWRIFKLOGUHQ¶VSURJUHVVVFKRROLPSURYHPHQWDQG
performance information ± come to be identified and what is their relationship to each 
other? The framework has also come under increasing scrutiny and criticism from 
practitioners and some academics who see it as a return to the strictures of national 
testing with the concomitant dangers (Seith 2016).  
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The need to address contradictions within the system pulling schools in different 
directions  
 
Relating to the concerns expressed about the strictures of national testing, Ball (2003; 
2015) GHVFULEHVDQµHSLGHPLFRIUHIRUP¶ZKLFKLVJOREDOO\GULYHQE\PDUNHWLVDWLRQD
culture of managerialism and performativityµWe come to make decisions about the 
value of activities and the investment of our time and effort in relation to measures 
and indexes and the symbolic and real UHZDUGVWKDWPLJKWEHJHQHUDWHGIURPWKHP¶ 
(Ball 2015, 299-300) As such, proxy measures symbolically come to represent the 
worth of an individual or organisation yet questions remain about who determines 
ZKDWFRQVWLWXWHVDµYDOXDEOHHIIHFWLYHRUVDWLVIDFWRU\SHUIRUPDQFH¶DQGWKHYDOLGLWy of 
the measures adopted (Ball 2003, 216).  
This is reflected within thHµW\UDQQ\¶RIODQJXDJHZLWKLQHGXFDWLRQDOSROLF\E\
ZKLFKWHUPVVXFKDVµRXWVWDQGLQJ¶FRPHWREHGHILQHGLQQDUURZUHGXFtionist ways 
and are held up as an ideal to which all should aspire (Clapham, Vickers, and Eldridge 
2016). It LVSDUDOOHOHGLQ6FRWODQGLQDTXHVWIRUµH[FHOOHQFH¶\HWDFFRUGLQJWR*LOOLHV
(2006), despite appearing prominently in the title of the Scottish curriculum, the term 
is not defined within the policy document).  
Teachers are concerned both by the degree to which such proxy measures 
capture fully and value what they do and also the degree to which a focus upon 
performativity skews how they teach, leading to short-term strategies for tactical 
improvement rather than looking for long-term gains (Ball, 2015). A narrowing of the 
FXUULFXOXPDVµWHDFKHUVWHDFKWRWKHWHVW¶UHVWULFWHGVNLOOVGHYHORSPHQWDQGXVHRI
pedagogical approaches; and concerns about the use (or abuse) of the data so derived 
are amongst the concerns raised by a wide range of commentators (Polesel, Rice, and 
Dulfer 2014). As such, teachers may find themselves conflicted between their genuine 
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GHVLUHWRµPDNHDGLIIHUHQFH¶IRUWKHSXSLOs in their care and central policy directives 
(Moore and Clark 2016, 675). This conflict manifests itself not only at the level of the 
individual but also at the level of the organisation (the school) in which a culture of 
performativity and accountability act both to drive and limit school innovation 
(Solomon and Lewin 2016). Yet the conundrum is that the greater the degree to which 
DXWRQRP\LVµJLYHQ¶WRVFKRROVWRLQQRYDWHWKHJUHDWHUWKHGULYHWRZDUGV
accountability, as is evidenced within the approach of the Scottish government (and 
globally). 
The need to give consideration to issues pertaining to School Governance 
 
Education policy in Scotland, whilst emanating from the centre, is devolved to local 
authorities through local outcome agreements and it could be argued that this form of 
governance would enable innovation at both vertical and horizontal levels. However, 
iWLVQRWLQFRQFHLYDEOHWKDWWKH6FRWWLVK*RYHUQPHQWFRXOGEHDFFXVHGRIµWKURZLQJ
PRQH\DWWKHSUREOHP¶OHDYLQJORFDODXWKRULWLHVDQGVFKRROVDFFRXQWDEOHIRUZKDW
then transpires.  
The need for an evidence-informed, sustainable and critical approach 
 
TherHLVDGDQJHURIUHDFKLQJIRUµTXLFNIL[HV¶DQGWKHPDNLQJRIRYHU-inflated claims 
as to what specified programmes can achieve. Likewise, hard-pressed leadership 
WHDPVZKRDUHµWLPHSRRU¶DQGZKRDUHSXWXQGHUSUHVVXUHWRµGHOLYHU¶PD\UHDFKIRU
WKHµHDV\IL[¶IRUH[DPSOHPRUHFRPSXWHUVUDWKHUWKDQWKHKDUGHUPRUHVXVWDLQDEOH
fix (develop the knowledge, skills and expertise of staff and build a facilitative, 
participative culture within the school). This implies the need for evidence-informed 
approaches to guide what schools and teachers do to redress the problem which, in 
turn, necessitates DµMRLQHG-XSDSSURDFK¶ZLWKUHJDUGWRWKHIRVWHULQJRIDUHVHDUFK
culture within schools from national bodies such as Education Scotland, the General 
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Teaching Council for Scotland (GTCS), the Scottish College for Educational 
Leadership (SCEL), Higher Education Institutions and research bodies which can 
ultimately promote more innovative pedagogy and foster a more critical, reflective 
approach. 
The need for HEI providers to work in partnership with schools to develop high 
quality professional development  
 
There is a danger also that the emphasis on more localised professional development 
IRUWHDFKHUVEHFRPHVWRRLQZDUGORRNLQJDQGSHUSHWXDWHVµPRUHRIWKHVDPH¶$VVXFK, 
there is a need to ensure that HEI providers play a central role in working 
collaboratively with local authorities and schools in order to build more innovative 
forms of professional development which are research-informed and foster 
understanding of the LPSDFWRIGLVDGYDQWDJHRQFKLOGUHQ¶VOLYHVRWKHUZLVHWKHUHLVD
danger of a multiplicity of approaches developing which lack a conceptual base or 
philosophical underpinnings to guide practice. 
This discussion has highlighted some of the major issues that need to be 
overcome if the Scottish education system is to rise to the challenge. 
Final Discussion and Conclusions 
 
A consistent thread throughout this discussion has been concern about the leverage 
upon the school as a unit of change and the accountability which this brings with it. 
Whilst many would agree with the sentiments and intentions of the former Scottish 
Cabinet Minister¶V(MSP Angela Constance) message to the teaching professionµ«LW
will never be acceptable for poverty to be an excuse for failure. It is our job ± the job 
of everyone in this room ± WRRYHUFRPHWKDWEDUULHUQRWXVHLWDVDQH[FXVH¶ 
(Constance 2015), it might be perceived by hard-pressed teachers as a criticism of 
WKHLUHIIRUWVDQGDSDVVLQJRIVRFLHW\¶VSUREOHms onto the shoulders of schools and 
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teachers. As education has become increasingly politicised across the world, so have 
expectations of schools and teachers (MacBeath 2012). This is reflected in policies 
VXFKDVµ1RFKLOGOHIWEHKLQG¶86$µ(YHU\FKLOGPDWWHUV¶(QJODQGµ,W¶V
HYHU\RQH¶VMREWRHQVXUHWKDW,¶PDOULJKW¶WKHµ5HVSRQVLELOLW\IRUDOO¶DVSHFWVRI
Curriculum for Excellence; and the requirement for professionals to take on a 
guardianship role for all Scottish children, enshrined within the µ&KLOGUHQDQG<RXQJ
3HRSOH6FRWODQG$FW¶vi (Scotland). Such policies, as previously argued, place 
WKHDFFRXQWDELOLW\RQWKHVKRXOGHUVRIVFKRROVDQGLQGLYLGXDOVWRµGHOLYHU¶YHU\
clearly reflected in the language used), in the process negating the wider 
responsibility of governments to meet social and economic needs.  
7KHSUREOHPLVFRPSRXQGHGE\DWHQGHQF\WRZDUGVDµVLORDSSURDFK¶LQZKLFK
social problems are seen in isolation of each other, requiring separate solutions 
(Wilkinson and Pickett 2010). $SSOHVWDWHVµ..  it is important to realize that 
education is a part of society. It is not something alien, something that stands outside. 
Indeed, it is a key set of institutions and a key set of social, economic, political, and 
personal relations¶ (305). Marcus DUJXHVWKDWµwhile schools have an important 
role in closing the attainment gap, what they contribute is only one aspect of the 
multi-GLPHQVLRQDOHIIRUWVDFURVVYDULRXVRUJDQLVDWLRQVSROLFLHVDQGSUDFWLFHV¶ 
A range of other commentators concerned about the failure in OECD 
documentation to relate educational equity to equity more broadly in society argue 
that schools cannot be expected to address inequities in educational outcome without 
addressing structural inequalities (Bøyum 2014). However, more recent 
pronouncements from the OECD seem to be moving more in this direction as 
H[HPSOLILHGLQWKHIROORZLQJµ(GXFDWLRQ¶VSRZHUIXOUROHGRHVQRWPHDQWKDWLWFDQ
work alone. Reducing inequality also requires policies for housing, criminal justice, 
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taxation and health care to work hand in hand with education to make a lasting 
GLIIHUHQFH¶2(&' 10).  
The above is not to imply that schools and teachers should not do everything 
within their power to address inequalities and to raise aspirations for children and 
young people nor should be unaccountable for their actions. In keeping with 
international comparators (OECD 2016a), some Scottish students from impoverished 
backgrounds, whilst small in number, GLGµEXFNWKHWUHQG¶ (Schleicher 2014b). This 
raises the question -  what, within society, the wider community, families, the school 
environment and individual experience, makes these children and young people more 
resilient than their counterparts? These are very complex questions with no easy 
answers or solutions, requiring a bio-ecological perspectivevii, a determined, focussed 
approach in order to address them and mutli-disciplinary research which crosses 
boundaries. We cannot focus alone on what schools and invidividual teachers can do 
to address the problem. It needs to be addressed holistically, requiring a systems 
approach and a critical scrutiny of the range of policies ± educational, social and 
economic - which combine together to create the conditions under which families are 
living in poverty and which may be culpable in creating the attainment gap in the first 
instance.  
Whilst policy borrowing (and the London Challenge in particular) may appear 
to offer a potential solution to the problem, the potential barriers to successful transfer 
need to be understood, highlighting the need to recognise and take account of the 
mediating effects of culture and context and the limitations of a performativity-driven 
system, recognising the tensions between competing imperatives. Within this process, 
SRZHUG\QDPLFVPD\LPSHGHSURJUHVVDQGWKHµPL[RILQJUHGLHQWV¶DQGWKHLU
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interaction within a specific context may not necessarily be replicated within the new 
setting, so making it less likely that the policy will succeed.  
The pace of change has emerged as a significant issue. When dealing with an 
endemic problem which has its roots in generations of families there is a need to take 
the time to understand the problem before rushing to solutions and to ensure that the 
solutions forwarded are the right solutions: as argued by MacBeath et al. (2007), we 
need to take a long-term perspective on it. This means that we need to look beyond 
the term of a government and try to reach consensus across political parties so that 
sustainable strategies can be developed and adopted.  
All of the above lead to the conclusion that a systems-approach that provides 
direction from the top but sufficient autonomy at the bottom is necessary if the 
challenge of addressing the attainment gap is to be overcome. It needs to be an 
approach that encourages and supports the flourishing of local initiatives and avoids 
simply µWKURZLQJPRQH\DWWKHSUREOHP¶EXWGRHVQ¶WSODFHDOORIWKHDFFRXQWDELOLW\RQ
schools to deliver. This calls for high quality leadership and capacity building at all 
levels of the system and investment in people and the professional education of 
teachers. It also calls for a range of stakeholders, including the third sector and Higher 
Education Institutions, working effectively together in partnership with schools and 
local authorities so that the full range of expertise can be drawn upon and research 
informed practice and collaborative cultures developed.  
At both a global and national level, this paper has questioned and critiqued 
some of the assumptions which underlie system reform and school improvement; 
understandings of the problem itself and how it has been framed through the policy 
DJHQGDDQGDGGHGWRWKHLQVLJKWVUHODWLQJWRKRZSROLF\µWUDYHOV¶IURPRQH
international context to another, highlighting the tensions and dilemmas in the 
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process, adding to the body of knowledge within the field. Whilst this paper has not 
focussed upon the enactment of policy at the local level, the extent to which Scottish 
Government policy relating to the Scottish Attainment Challenge will become a 
reality may depend upon the intersection of the policy itself, practice and school 
positioning (the last of these relating to the stance which the school adopts towards 
policy enactment) which, according to Braun, Maguire and Ball (2010), are connected 
DQGGHSHQGHQWXSRQHDFKRWKHU7KLVUHTXLUHVDUHFRJQLWLRQRIµSROLF\DVSURFHVV¶
SROLF\SUDFWLFHDVµVSHFLILFDQGFRQWH[WXDOLVHG¶IUDPHGE\HWKRVFXOWXUHDQG
LQGLYLGXDOVWDQFHVDQGPHGLDWHGE\WKHYDULRXVµDFWRUV¶DWHDFKOHYHORIWKH system 
(ibid.)(as previously argued). What is now required is empirical research to examine 
KRZSROLF\XQIROGVLQWRSUDFWLFHµRQWKHJURXQG¶H[DPLQLQJLWQRWRQO\IURPWKH
perspectives of those instrumental in the formation of the policy but the recipients of 
it.  
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